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n the summer of 1960 Carlos Castaneda 

sat with a friend in a Greyhound bus term- 

inal in a hot dusty Arizona border town. 

An unknown and unrecognized 25-year- 
old graduate student in anthropology at UCLA, 
Carlos had gone to the Southwest to gather 
information about medicinal plants used by 
the local Indians. Waiting in the bus terminal 
he met the most remarkable human being that 
he would ever encounter, an event that was to 
bring him fame and fortune, and shatter all his 
beliefs about the nature of reality. 

The man was a wrinkled, darkened, old 
Yaqui Indian with a reputation for expertise in 
the matter of medicinal plants. Carlos struck 
up a conversation with him about peyote. That 
conversation was to last for 12 years and 
culminate in several books that would capture 
the imaginations of people all over the world. 
The first of these was The Teachings of Don 
Juan: A Yaqui Way of Knowledge. lt met with 
instant success and critical acclaim. The 
second, A Separate Reality. tound a large and 
enthusiastic audience eager to learn more 
about the ideas of Carlos Castaneda 

Carlos, as itturned out, had stumbled on one 
of the few remaining practitioners of the 
nearly forgotten art of Yaqui sorcery. The man 
was don Juan Matus, medicine man, curer, 
sorcerer, warrior, brujo, Not that Carlos was to 
find this out immediately. lt was nearly a year 
before don Juan took him into his confidence 
and began explaining the nature of the Yaqui 
way of knowledge. 

In actuality, Carlos was tricked into his 
apprenticeship with don Juan. As he has 
explained, nobody gets to be a sorcerer by 
choosing to be one. The sorcerer must trick the 
unsuspecting person into accepting an 
apprenticeship. In Carlos’ case, don Juan 
frightened him by telling him that a woman 
sorceress by the name of La Catalina was after 
his life. He appealed to Carlos for help and in 
this fashion slyly drew the young anthro- 
pologist into a world of weird and unex- 
plainable phenomena, of incredible mind- 
shattering psychotropic drug experiences, of 
eerie psychological powers, evil forces, 
spirits, and mysterious ritual. 

There is nothing in Carlos’ background to 
suggest that he was destined for such 
adventures. Born in Sao Paulo, Brazil on 
Christmas day of 1935, he was raised in the 
traditions surrounding the family of a South 
American intellectual. His father was a 
university professor. Educated in Buenos 
Aires, Carlos came to the United States as a 
young man to seek further education at UCLA, 
He became a naturalized citizen in 1959, and 
is now in the final stages of completing a 
Ph.D. in anthropology at UCLA. Although he 
has spent most of his life in academic circles, 
Carlos is suspicious of conventional acade- 
mics. “My father,” he has told me, “like most 
academic intellectuals, never corroborates 
anything." Truth, to Carlos Castaneda, seems 
to be something that grows out of direct 
experience, something that can be verified in 
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the everyday happenings of one's life. He 
seems distrustful of the abstractions typical of 
academics. In order for Carlos to accept 
something as truth, he must see it working in 
his own life and in the lives of others. 

Perhaps this is why his writings have been 
so well accepted by others. Carlos sticks very 
close to his actual experiences in his 
apprenticeship with don Juan. People can 
relate to his simple accounts of his travels and 
adventures through the world of Yaqui 
sorcery. Other reasons for the success of 
Carlos work are widespread interest in 
psychedelic experience, and, more important, 
the fact that people in technologically ad- 
vanced societies seem desperately to want to 
believe that alternative realities are possible for 
them. Still another factor is Carlos’ obvious 
involvement in the Yaqui way. Violating the 
fundamental rules of detachment and objec- 
tivity characteristic of modern academic 
anthropology, Carlos gets right in there with 
don Juan, letting his experiences take him 
where they will. In short, Carlos not only 
studies the Yaqui way, he believes it with all 
his heart. While academic anthropologists 
may find his adventures with don Juan 
impossible to believe, Carlos has no doubts. 
He trusts his experiences. He has lived them. 

Carlos believes don Juan when he tells him 
that he is a crow and that, in time, Carlos will 
be a crow too. Carlos believes that sorcerers 
can assume the forms of many creatures, birds, 
dogs, coyotes, and so forth. He believes that 
he can now hold conversations with animals, 
that sorcerers can perform astonishing acts 
like climbing vertical waterfalls by wrapping 
tentacle-like fibers that protrude from their 
abdomens around rocks and other means of 
support, and that sorcerers can, at will, 
change the world about them in seemingly 
miraculous ways. He believes that spirits of all 
kinds are ever present about us. He has seen 
allies. 

In the system of Yaqui sorcery, allies are 
“spirits,” “forces,” "powers, other than 
human agents that the sorcerer seeks to 
harness and put to use in his own life. Carlos 
says: "allies are really nothing to be afraid of. 
They are forces. Just forces. Neither for nor 
against.” But then he seems to contradict 
himself : "But look out when you are alone in 
the sticks in the dark. It is not safe. You must 
be very sure of what you are doing. Especially 
at the edge of steep precipices where the ally 
will pop out in front of you suddenly. These 
falls you hear about—these are no accidents.” 

Carlos is filled with advice on how to deal 
with the allies. “One should never gaze 
directly at an ally. Otherwise, it will be all over 
for you. Kaput.” It is best to scan the ally 
quickly with rapid movements of the eyes, 
never allowing one's vision to come to rest 
directly on it. Carlos told me of coming across 
an ally in a parking lot on the UCLA campus. 
it had assumed a form rather like a shining 
crystal. It was on the pavement near the front 
wheel of his car. Carlos said that he refused to 


acknowledge its presence. He simply eased 
into his car and drove rapidly away. On 
another occasion, he encountered an ally in 
the form of a student as he made his way to 
the commons for a quick snack before class. 
"Until you are ready to deal with the ally," 
Carlos warns, "ignore it." 

When Carlos talks of allies, he sometimes 
jokes about them outrageously, and seems to 
make fun of the whole business. But one 
senses that the joking is rather like whistling in 
the dark, There are times when Carlos’ 
terror is unmistakable. One does not need 
much imagination to sense the horror that 
lurks in a reality populated by spirits that can 
assume any shape and "pop out at you” on 
the edge of precipices and other dangerous 
places. How frightening it must be to be 
completely uncertain about the people who 
come into one's life by chance. If you believe 
in allies as Carlos does, what eerie thoughts 
must flash through your mind when a stranger 
comes to your door or stops you on the 
street to ask directions. 

There are times when Carlos’ uneasiness is 
evident. | have watched his eyes when he is 
surrounded by the large groups of admirers 
who follow him about campus. He seems 
constantly to be scanning the persons about 
him, his attitude alert and watchful. He has 
rarely appeared to me to be relaxed and at ease 
in the company of others. 

| understand Carlos’ apprehension as | too 
was afforded a quick glimpse into the world of 
allies. In fact, it was one of these that caused 
me to seek Carlos out. Though | was 
thoroughly fascinated by his writings and 
found them filled with a haunting beauty and 
rich perception one does not normally 
encounter in the writings of academic 
anthropologists, it was an experience with 
what | thought was an ally that took me to 
Carlos. Since Carlos was teaching at the 
university where | teach, it was an easy 
enough matter to locate him. | drew a sketch 
of the ally | had seen and went to his under- 
graduate class at the University of California 
at Irvine. My first meeting with Carlos was 
last spring. And it proved to be a very weird 
meeting. 

| went to the place where Carlos was to be 
lecturing, but when | got there he was na- 
where to be seen. The huge hall was over- 
flowing with students but Carlos wasn't there. 
A female anthropologist was lecturing in 
place of Carlos. | asked if any of the students 
around me had seen him that day. Nobody 
had. | scanned the lecture hall but | really 
didn't know what he looked like. The only 
description | had to go on was that of a friend, 
who said: “Carlos looks like a Cuban waiter, 
You can't miss him." Unfortunately, everybody 
looked like Cuban waiters that day except the 
ladies. | gave it up and leaving the lecture hall 
headed across campus to my car. On the way, | 
thought: “OK, this is proof. You are not to get 
together with Carlos Castaneda. lt wasnt 
meant to be. You've had a clear message. Get 


in your car and split." As | reached for my car 
door, an image came into my mind seemingly 
out of nowhere. | saw a chubby, little, dark- 
haired man dressed in a conservatively cut, 
brown suit leaning back in a chair against a 
post on the deck of a coffee shop clear across 
campus. He was in conversation with a 
student. 

| walked back across campus, through the 
coffee shop and out onto the deck. As in the 
image that flashed through my mind, perfect 
down to the last detail, | saw the scene that 
l've just described. | took a seat to the right of 
the man and the student and watched them 
out of the corner of my eye. | became aware 
that the man was watching me out of the 
corner of h/s eye. The student left after a 
few moments. The man in the chair turned 
toward me full face and broke into a welcom- 
ing grin. | walked over to him and said: 
"You're Carlos Castaneda, right?” 

He said: "Yes. Sit down. Sit down." 

| said: "| knew you'd be here.” 

"That's good," said Carlos. 

Carlos was pleased to find that | was a 
member of the faculty of social sciences. 
However, he seemed a bit ambiguous when 
he said, "a psychologist, huh?” | quickly 
glossed over that identification since | wasn't 
sure which way Carlos turned when it came 
to psychologists. But he seemed to warm up 
to me quickly. He said, "You are interested in 
seeing?” | said: "Yes Carlos, | am. | mean | 
think l've already started." | showed Carlos 
the sketch of the ally | had drawn. Carlos 
gasped and said very seriously: "Oh my, it's 
one of those weird things!” 

"What weird things ?”, | asked. 

"It's an ally," Carlos said slowly. "Yes, it 
has the feeling." 

| told him where and how | came to see it. 
Carlos listened sympathetically. He said: "I 
can teach you what to do when this happens." 

| said: “I ignored it.” 

"Good," said Carlos. "You did the right 
thing. Don't look at it. Ignore it. But you must 
come to see me. We will have a nice lunch. 
Maybe some Mexican food. We'll have a 
good lunch." 

"Carlos," | said, “I'm really not seeking 
anything. | have had a spiritual benefactor for 
five years now." 

"Five years,” said Carlos. "Sj." He studied 
me closely. 

"Power has a way of finding power,” he 
said. | laughed. Carlos laughed too. He said: 
"| feel finished inside these days. Empty. 
There is no more. There is no more for me to 
do. Do you know what | mean?” 

| said, "Yes," even though | wasn't sure. 
"| feel finished too,” | said, wondering what I 
actually meant. 

"Anyway, John, we'll go for a nice lunch. 
Where is your office? I'll come see you.” | 
gave him my office number and phone. We 
agreed to meet for lunch. 

| went home. My wife Ruth said: "Did you 
meet Carlos?" Ruth was enrolled in Carlos' 
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graduate seminar and was well informed about 
yaqui sorcery. 

| said: "Yeah | did. Anyway, he wants me 
to be a sorcerer.” 

"Get out of here, you idiot," she laughed. 
“You and your silly fantasies. Honestly, 
John, sometimes | think you really are totally 
freaked out.” She stopped and considered me 
carefully. “John,” she said slowly and 
deliberately, "are you really seríous ?" 

“Well maybe | am,” | said, "Maybe that's 
really what | ought to do. Go to Mexico with 
Carlos and be a sorcerer's apprentice.” 

"Good Lord," said Ruth. She thought about 
it for a few minutes and then: "And what do 
you expect me to do while you're running 
around Mexico being a sorcerer with Carlos?” 

"Oh, it wouldn't be too long. Maybe a 
month or two. l'd just go down there with 
Carlos and kind of get into it for just a little 
while to see what it's all about. Maybe | 
could even get to meet don Juan." 

"He won't take you to see don Juan,” she 
said. "Carlos says that he is not allowed to tell 
anybody where don Juan lives. lts an 
absolute law of Yaqui sorcery.” 

“Well, maybe | can meet him when he 
comes to L.A. to visit Carlos,” | said. 

"Don Juan won't go near L.A.," said Ruth. 
“Carlos was going to bring him to L.A. once. 
They were in the car about 50 miles from 
town when don Juan said, ‘Stop the car. 
Turn around. I’m not going in there. Too many 
evil spirits." The vibrations of L.A. freaked 
him out!” 

“Youre putting me on,” | said. 

“Ask Carlos, yourself,” she said. “That's 
what he told us in class today, Carlos turned 
the car around and they drove back to 
Mexico.” 

Anyway, for some reason or another, | 
was suddenly fascinated with Yaqui sorcery, 
don Juan, and Carlos. | rushed up to campus 
the next day for my appointment with Carlos. 
Since he had a reputation for dressing con- 
servatively and, moreover, looking a bit 
askance at unconventional dress, | got myself 
all duded up in a sportscoat and tie like | wear 
when | have to go to traffic court. | waited 
around my office and around Carlos' office 
from 11 in the morning until one in the 
afternoon. Carlos didn't show for the 
luncheon. | called his teaching assistant, 
Rosemary Lee. "Carlos split for Mexico this 
morning," Rosemary said. "He's got to see 
don Juan immediately. | don't know what it's 
about. There are some questions he's got to 
have answers for right away. Anyway, don't 
worry about his missing lunch with you. He 
does it all the time. He never shows up when 
he says he's going to." 

| went out to lunch with Ron Sukenick, a 
novelist friend of mine whom | found 
waiting outside Carlos’ door. Ron said: "How 
come you have a luncheon appointment with 
Carlos? | have a luncheon appointment with 
Carlos.” 

"Forget it Ron," | said, “Nobody's got an 
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